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Abstract

Phubbing, a relatively new phenomenon in the field of digital risks, refers to the act of
ignoring someone in favor of focusing on a smartphone during face-to-face interactions.
Parental phubbing, a specific form of this behavior, is a prevalent negative parenting prac-

tice that can affect parent—child relationships and child development. However, the im-
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ful attention awareness (MAA) acts as a mediator between them. Method: A questionnaire
was administered to 138 Italian parents (mean age = 38.5, SD = 6.2) of 138 kindergarten
preschoolers (mean age = 3.9, SD = 1.03). Questionnaires included the Generic Scale of
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Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ). Results: Analyses revealed a significant negative corre-
lation between the MAAS and SDQ total scores, a positive correlation between the GSP

Between Parental Phubbing and total score and the SDQ total score, and a negative correlation between the GSP total score
Preschoolers’ Behavioral Problems: and the MAAS total score. The mediation analysis did not show a direct effect of GSP on
The Mediation Role of Mindful SDQ, suggesting that parental phubbing did not directly predict children’s behavioral
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difficulties. Nevertheless, the indirect effect measured by bootstrapping was significant,
indicating that parental MAA fully mediated the relationship between parental phubbing
and preschoolers’ problematic behaviors. Conclusions: Although further research is
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1. Introduction

Smartphones have become an essential part of many people’s lives. The widespread
use of smartphones for everyday activities has led to the phenomenon of ‘phubbing’, a
portmanteau of ‘phone’ and ‘snubbing’, referring to the act of ignoring someone to focus
on the smartphone during face-to-face interactions [1-3]. Many studies highlight the neg-
ative impact of phubbing in workplaces [4], romantic relationships [5], and education [6].
However, the effects of phubbing on young children’s emotional and behavioral issues
are less understood. Recently, the occurrence of phubbing within the family setting has
gained attention as a significant social concern. Parental phubbing is a prevalent negative
parenting practice that affects parent-child relationships and child development [7-9].
Studies increasingly examine how parental phubbing undermines emotional connections
between parents and children, leading to reduced parental sensitivity, responsiveness [10]
and feelings of closeness [11]. Research shows that parents who frequently engage in
phubbing tend to exhibit higher levels of smartphone overuse (sometimes addiction) and
are more likely to adopt authoritarian parenting styles [12]. These parents often demon-
strate fewer positive postures, such as listening and warmth, relying more on authoritar-
ian behaviors, such as commands, threats, and deprivations [13]. These attitudes can re-
sultin children’s emotional and behavioral issues [13,14] as well as in increased likelihood
of engaging in risky behaviors, which elevates the risk of injury, particularly in younger
children [15-19]. Children exposed to parental phubbing have also been found to struggle
with delaying gratification, an effect mediated by both the child’s and mother’s positive
emotions [20].

Moreover, the association of phubbing with several developmental challenges of
children [14,21-25] highlights the need for interventions that address this growing prob-
lem.

1.1. Relationship of Parental Phubbing and Mindful Attention Awareness (MAA)

Since parental phubbing reflects a lack of physical and mental engagement during
interaction with children [24], it can be interpreted as a parenting behavior characterized
by low levels of interpersonal mindfulness during parent—child interactions. Mindfulness
is defined as the intentional focus on the present moment with an open, non-judgmental,
and non-reactive attitude [26], characterized by curiosity and attentiveness to the here and
now [27].

In today’s digital age, in which adults extensively use smartphones in daily life, being
engaged simultaneously in both the physical and digital environments via smartphones
is often criticized for distracting attention, fostering dependency, and diminishing the
quality of in-person interactions [28]. Even when they are not actively used, smartphones’
mere presence can cause distractions [29]. Furthermore, frequent thoughts about one’s
smartphone [30] and staring at screens can make conversations less fulfilling [31].

In this context, parental phubbing can be viewed as a negative form of parenting,
marked by low interpersonal mindfulness. When parents are engrossed in their
smartphones, they may unintentionally neglect their children’s basic needs, leading to
feelings of social exclusion and a reduced sense of belonging in those who are phubbed
[2,32]. Phubbing limits eye contact and engagement in conversations, causing individuals
to become less attentive and experience divided attention [33,34]. Consequently, parents
who are less mindful may be more prone to smartphone addiction and phubbing.

Research suggests a negative correlation between mindfulness and smartphone ad-
diction in adults [35,36]. Excessive smartphone use has been linked to reduced focus and
productivity [37], while mindfulness can mitigate problematic smartphone use by reduc-
ing risks such as nomophobia and boredom [38], improving self-control [39], and enhanc-
ing self-regulation [40]. Mindfulness has also been used to treat addictive behaviors,
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including automatic phone-checking [41,42]. Thus, it can be expected that mindfulness
acts as a protective factor against excessive smartphone use in adults, including parents.

Although there are few studies on mindfulness and phubbing, the available research
shows an inverse relationship between them [43,44]. When people are less mindful of oth-
ers and their own actions, they are more likely to engage in phubbing [44].

Several studies have reported a link between mindfulness and phubbing, revealing
that relationship satisfaction and perceived relationship quality decrease in adults ex-
posed to their partner’s phubbing behavior. Furthermore, this decrease negatively im-
pacts overall life satisfaction [45]

Therefore, it can be inferred that mindfulness may increase the awareness of their
habits, helping individuals regain control over their smartphone use and reduce phubbing
behavior, particularly among parents.

1.2. Relationship of Phubbing and Externalizing and Internalizing Problems

In previous studies, several negative outcomes for children who experience parental
phubbing are highlighted. For instance, parents who frequently use their phones while
interacting with their children report more behavioral problems in their children [14].

Two typical types of behaviors are recognized as significant predictors of the social
competence of children: externalizing dysregulated behaviors such as aggression, impul-
sivity, and control problems and internalizing dysregulated behaviors such as with-
drawal, anxiety, and depression [46—48].

Previous research [49] has shown that parenting styles affect infants” and toddlers’
social, emotional, and intellectual development.

Parents who engage in phubbing tend to display negative parenting postures, includ-
ing neglect, impatience, and a lack of warmth, which can contribute to behavioral issues
in their children [13]. Moreover, adolescents whose parents regularly prioritize phone use
over a direct interaction with them are more likely to engage in harmful activities like
online bullying [50]. These negative consequences are strongly linked to heightened anx-
iety, poor self-control, and other emotional challenges in both children and adolescents
[51].

However, most research on parental phubbing focuses on its effects on adolescents
rather than younger children [13,52], leaving this field underexplored. Few exceptions
concern the studies aimed to examine how parental phubbing affects children’s behavior
[14,23,24,53], making it important to investigate its influence on both internalizing and
externalizing behaviors. Internalizing behaviors involve children’s self-isolation and their
difficulties with social situations, which can lead to developmental issues [54,55]. Exter-
nalizing behaviors refer to intentionally harming others or violating social norms, result-
ing in negative effects on children’s emotional and physical well-being, and often lead to
poor social relationships [56,57]. Understanding how parental phubbing contributes to
these issues is vital for addressing its impact on child development.

Indeed, parents who are distracted by their phones during interactions with their
children often fail to respond with emotional warmth to children’s needs [14]. In addition,
being phubbed by their parents makes children more likely to develop behavioral prob-
lems, including aggression and social withdrawal [58]. Furthermore, such distractions can
interfere with the development of prosocial behaviors, like helping and sharing, which
are necessary to counterbalance problem behaviors [59]. Gender differences can also
emerge, with more peer problems in boys and reduced prosocial behavior in girls [60,61].

Since children learn about the world through their interactions with their parents
[62], when these interactions are disrupted by technology the consequences can be far-
reaching. Parental phubbing not only weakens emotional bonds but may also reduce pro-
social behaviors, and increase internalizing and externalizing behaviors [14,53].
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Understanding these dynamics highlights the importance of minimizing distractions dur-
ing parent—child interactions to foster healthier emotional and behavioral development in
children.

1.3. Relationship of MAA and Externalizing and Internalizing Problems

According to Duncan et al. [63], mindful parenting consists of attentive listening,
non-judgmental acceptance, emotional awareness, self-regulation, and compassion, both
for the parent and for the child. Therefore, mindful parenting allegedly has a positive in-
fluence on general parenting, parental well-being, child management practices, and par-
ent—child affection, which in turn reduce youth problem outcomes and increase youth
positive outcomes [63]. This is also shown in several intervention studies that targeted
mindful parenting. Studies provided by Coatsworth et al. [64,65] demonstrates that im-
provements in mindful parenting positively influence child management practices and
parent—youth relationships. A positive impact of mindful parenting on the relationship
between parents and children and subsequently on the children’s well-being is also shown
by Medeiros et al. [66]. Similarly, in a literature review about mindful parenting and mind-
fulness interventions aimed at parents, Broning and Brandt [67] reported positive effects
of mindful parenting for the well-being of parents and children through parental self-reg-
ulation and positive parent-child-interactions. These favorable effects seem to also carry
over to children’s behavior, as demonstrated in a mindfulness-based stress reduction
(MBSR) intervention study for parents of children with developmental delays [68]. This
study reports that the improved well-being of participating parents is also reflected in less
behavior problems from their children. In another mindfulness intervention study with
parents of children with developmental disabilities, Singh et al. [69] found positive out-
comes for parents and positive behavior change in children, especially concerning aggres-
sive and prosocial behaviors. Apart from improvements in the parent—child-relationship,
parental self-regulation, and well-being, mindfulness in parenting can also help to reduce
family conflict [70] and improve mother—child communication and adolescent self-disclo-
sure [71], which in turn may decrease internalizing and externalizing problems of chil-
dren. Indeed, several studies demonstrate a negative relationship between mindful par-
enting and internalizing and externalizing problems in children and adolescents [67]. In a
scoping review of 16 studies concerning mindful parenting training for parents of young
children with behavioral problems, Donovan et al. [72] concluded that mindfulness inter-
ventions can improve child behavior with a small effect size. This is also confirmed in a
systematic review of seven randomized controlled trials by Townshend et al. [73], who
found specific evidence that mindful parenting programs can increase positive parenting
and reduce preschooler’s externalizing symptoms. This also applies to mindfulness pro-
grams for children and adolescents. In a mindfulness intervention study with adolescents
affected by different externalizing disorders, Bogels et al. [74] showed that the participants
of a mindfulness training reported less internalizing and externalizing complaints after
the intervention period compared to the waitlist period before starting the intervention.
These symptom improvements were also confirmed by their parents. In another, cross-
sectional study including adolescents and their parents, only non-judgmental acceptance
of parental functioning as a dimension of mindful parenting is significantly related to ad-
olescent-reported internalizing problems, namely depression and anxiety [75]. This im-
plies that specific domains of mindful parenting might be especially relevant to specific
aspects of behavioral problems in children and adolescents. Taken together, mindfulness
in parenting may help to reduce internalizing and externalizing problems of children
through different mechanisms, including improvements in the parent—child relationship,
parent—child communication, and well-being of parents and children.
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Another study showed that parental phubbing mediated the link between parenting
MAA and children’s externalizing behaviors [76] and executive function [77]. Several
studies have reported a link between mindfulness and phubbing, revealing that a high
level of mindful parenting is associated with less parental phubbing as reported by par-
ents [76].

In summary, these findings suggest that the direct associations between phubbing
and mindfulness vary depending on the context and that mindfulness plays a moderating
and mediating role in phubbing-related behavioral pathways.

1.4. The Present Study

However, the existing literature offers limited and sometimes inconsistent evidence
regarding the mechanisms through which parental smartphone use —particularly phub-
bing —is associated with young children’s emotional and behavioral development, espe-
cially in relation to parental MAA as a potential protective factor.

The purpose of this study was to explore how parental phubbing behavior and mind-
fulness impact problematic behavior in preschool-aged children. We hypothesize that (1)
parental mindfulness (MAA) will be negatively associated with children’s behavioral
problems, and (2) parental phubbing will be positively associated with those problems.
Therefore, we also expect to find (3) a negative correlation between parental phubbing
and mindfulness. Additionally, this study investigates whether mindfulness in parents
serves as a mediator: (4) we propose a mediation model in which parental mindfulness
mediates the effect of parental phubbing on behavioral problems in preschoolers. Accord-
ing to this model, parental mindfulness is expected to reduce both phubbing behaviors
and behavioral difficulties in children, thus accounting for the indirect pathway between
the two.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

A total of 138 Italian parents (mean age = 38.06, SD = 6.12; 121 mothers and 15 fathers)
filled out self-report and parent-report questionnaires concerning a total of 138 children
(mean age = 3.9, SD = 1.03; 67 girls and 62 boys, 9 did not disclose gender). A total of 157
parents completed the questionnaire, including instances where both parents responded
for the same child. In this case, to avoid the partial duplication of data, 19 parents were
excluded from the analysis.

With a sample size of 138 participants, we calculated the post hoc statistical power of
the observed correlation between the variable used for the mediation model using a
Monte Carlo simulation approach specifically designed for mediation analysis [78]. We
conducted the simulation via the online Monte Carlo power calculator for indirect effects,
entering the correlations (M-X = -0.35, Y-X=0.19, Y m = -0.36; M = MAAS; X =GSP; Y =
SDQ) and standard deviations (X =8.63, M = 9.58, Y = 3.63), with a sample size of N =138.
The resulting estimated power was approximately 96%. This exceeds the commonly ac-
cepted threshold of 80%, suggesting that the analysis was sufficiently powered. Parents
answered questions about their own and their partner’s educational background and pro-
fession. The responses concerning education and profession were converted into numbers
and averaged between both parents to reflect the total socioeconomic status of the couple.
Averaged between partners, most couples completed secondary school (31.17%) or pre-
university courses (29.87%) and worked in specialized work or farming (25.81%) or pur-
sued executive professions or office work (23.23%). This study was approved by the Ethics
Committee of the University of Cagliari (protocol number: 0000611, issued on 04 January
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2024) and performed according to the principles expressed in the 1964 Declaration of Hel-
sinki.

2.2. Procedure

We conducted a cross-sectional quantitative study, with non-random convenience
sampling of parents. By means of an online survey, we assessed parental phubbing, pa-
rental mindfulness, and internalizing and externalizing difficulties of children. The sam-
ple was recruited by sending an email to the preschools. The purposes of this research
reported in the informed consent were explained in the email. We contacted the kinder-
garten directors to explain our research intentions and received their support. In addition,
we provided instructions to the kindergarten parents and obtained their consent to par-
ticipate in the study by anonymously filling out the questionnaire.

The survey was administered in Italian via the online Qualtrics platform. The system
prevented missing data by requiring participants to complete all items before submission.
Completion of the questionnaire took between 10 and 15 min.

Data collection took place between February 2024 and June 2024, and throughout that
period, the online survey was permanently accessible.

2.3. Measures
2.3.1. Parental Phubbing

Parental phubbing was assessed using an Italian translation of the Generic Scale of
Phubbing (GSP) [79], which consists of 15 items across four dimensions: nomophobia (e.g.,
I feel anxious if my phone is not nearby; 4 items; a = 0.84); interpersonal conflict (e.g., I
have conflicts with others because I am using my phone; 4 items; a0 = 0.87); self-isolation
(e.g., I would rather pay attention to my phone than talk to others; 4 items; o = 0.83); and
problem acknowledgement (e.g., I pay attention to my phone for longer than I intend to
do so; 3 items; o = 0.82). Participants responded to each item on a 7-point Likert scale (1 =
never, 2 = rarely, 3 = occasionally, 4 = sometimes, 5 = frequently, 6 = usually, 7 = always).
Subscale scores were computed, and an overall phubbing score (a = 0.93) was obtained by
summing the subscale scores, with higher scores indicating greater levels of phubbing
behavior.

2.3.2. Parental Mindful Attention Awareness

Parental mindfulness was assessed using the unidimensional Mindful Attention
Awareness Scale (MAAS) developed by Brown and Ryan [80], which measures individual
differences in the absence of attention and awareness to the present moment. The scale
consists of 15 items rated on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = almost always, 2 = very frequently,
3 =somewhat frequently, 4 = somewhat infrequently, 5 = very infrequently, and 6 = almost
never), with participants indicating how often they experience states of mindlessness in
daily life. An overall mindfulness score is calculated by averaging the responses across all
items, with higher scores indicating greater mindfulness. For the present study, we used
the Italian items from the adaptation by Veneziani and Voci [81], along with an Italian
translation of the original response scale by Brown and Ryan [80]. The translated items
have shown good psychometric properties (a = 0.84), a unidimensional factor structure
and divergent and convergent validity [81].

2.3.3. Internalizing and Externalizing Difficulties of Children

Children’s internalizing and externalizing difficulties were assessed using the
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ), developed by Goodman [82] as a revision
of the Rutter parent questionnaire [83], with the addition of items focusing on children’s
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strengths. The questionnaire consists of 25 items divided into five subscales: conduct
problems (e.g., Often has temper tantrums or hot tempers; 5 items; a = 0.84), emotional
symptoms (e.g., Often unhappy, down-hearted or tearful; 5 items; o = 0.75), hyperactivity—
inattention (e.g., Restless, overactive, cannot stay still for long; 5 items; a = 0.86), peer
problems (e.g., Rather solitary, tends to play alone; 5 items; ot = 0.68), and prosocial behav-
ior (e.g., Considerate of other people’s feelings; 5 items; a = 0.83) [84]. Items are rated on
a 3-point Likert scale (0 = not true, 1 = somewhat true, 2 = certainly true), and subscale
scores are computed by summing the items after reverse-coding where necessary.

The total difficulties score (a = 0.88) is derived by summing all subscales except pro-
social behavior, yielding a maximum score of 40, with higher scores indicating greater
difficulties related to behavior, emotions, and peer relationships [84].

In this study, the Italian adaptation of the SDQ by Marzocchi et al. [85] was used.

2.4. Data Analyses

To test our hypothesis, we first checked the parents’ data for multivariate outliers in
the total scores and subscales, using Mahalanobis distances with a threshold of 0.975. Af-
ter the exclusion of multivariate outliers, we tested the univariate normal distribution of
the total scores, using Shapiro-Wilks tests. For descriptive statistics, the means and stand-
ard deviations of the GSP, MAAS, and SDQ total scores were calculated. To understand
how parental phubbing, parental mindfulness, and internalizing and externalizing diffi-
culties of children are related, we calculated Pearson’s correlations with all the subscales
and total scores from the parents’ data while filtering out parent’s age and children’s age
as potential confounding variables. Moreover, we calculated Pearson’s correlations be-
tween the parents’ and teachers’ SDQ ratings.

Afterwards, we tested a mediation model with the GSP total score as a predictor, the
MAAS total score as a mediator, and the SDQ total score as the outcome, using children’s
age as a control variable. The mediation analysis was performed using a bootstrapping
technique with 1000 resamples. The data analysis was conducted in JASP JASP Team
(2024). JASP (Version 0.19.3)[Computer software] [86] and RStudio [Version 2023.03.1
Build 446; R Development Core Team, 2016] [87].

No missing data were present in the final dataset. Partial responses (e.g., incomplete
questionnaires) were not recorded by the system and therefore were not included in the
dataset.

3. Results

The sample was checked for univariate normal distribution, which could not be con-
firmed for the GSP total score (W =0.93, p = <0.001) and neither for the MAAS total score
(W=0.98, p=0.033) and the SDQ total score (W =0.97, p =0.004). Parent-rated GSP, MAAS,
and SDQ had average total scores of M = 27.61 (SD = 9.08), M = 4.59 (SD = 0.66), and M =
7.79 (SD = 3.66), respectively. Since Pearson’s correlation is robust in samples larger than
30 [81], it was calculated despite the total scores of GSP, MAAS, and SDQ not being nor-
mally distributed.

In relation to our first hypothesis, we examined whether children’s behavioral prob-
lems were associated with parental mindfulness, hypothesizing a negative correlation be-
tween these two variables. Our analysis revealed a significant negative correlation be-
tween the MAAS and SDQ total scores (r =-0.356, p <0.001) (see Figure 1), supporting our
hypothesis. Furthermore, the MAAS total score demonstrated significant negative corre-
lations with SDQ hyperactivity—inattention (r = —0.175, p = 0.044), SDQ conduct problems
(r =-0.253, p = 0.003), and SDQ emotional difficulties (r = -0.334, p < 0.001), as well as a
significant positive correlation with SDQ prosocial behavior (r = 0.211, p = 0.015).
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Figure 1. Correlation analysis between MAAS (Mindful Attention Awareness Scale) and SDQ
(Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire). The figure displays Pearson’s correlation coefficients be-
tween SDQ subscales (hyperactivity-inattention, conduct problems, emotional symptoms, prosocial
behavior, peer problems, and total difficulties) and parental mindfulness (MAAS). Warmer shades
represent negative correlations, whereas cooler shades indicate positive correlations. Asterisks de-
note significance levels (* =p < 0.05, ** = p < 0.01, ** = p < 0.001).

For our second research question, we investigated whether parental phubbing was
related to children’s behavioral difficulties. We hypothesized that greater behavioral prob-
lems in children would be associated with higher levels of parental phubbing. Consistent
with this hypothesis, correlational analyses revealed a positive correlation between the
GSP total score and the SDQ total score (r = 0.187, p = 0.031) (see Figure 2). Additionally,
significant correlations were observed between the SDQ subscales and the GSP subscales,
specifically between SDQ hyperactivity—inattention and GSP self-isolation (r = 0.233, p =
0.007) and SDQ prosocial behavior and GSP problem acknowledgment (r = —0.195, p =
0.024).
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Figure 2. Correlation analysis between GSP (Generic Scale of Phubbing) and SDQ (Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire). The figure displays Pearson’s correlation coefficients between SDQ sub-
scales (hyperactivity-inattention, conduct problems, emotional symptoms, prosocial behavior, peer
problems, and total difficulties) and the components of the Generic Scale of Phubbing (GSP; nomo-
phobia, interpersonal conflict, self-isolation, problem acknowledgement, and total score). Warmer
shades represent negative correlations, whereas cooler shades indicate positive correlations. The
intensity of the color corresponds to the strength of the association. Asterisks denote significance
levels (* =p <0.05, ** = p < 0.01, *** =p < 0.001).

Next, we examined the relationship between parental mindfulness and phubbing,
hypothesizing a negative correlation. Our findings showed that the GSP total score was
negatively correlated with the MAAS score (r =-0.362, p < 0.001) (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Correlation analysis between GSP (Generic Scale of Phubbing) and MAAS (Mindful At-
tention Awareness Scale). The figure displays pairwise Pearson’s correlation coefficients among

SDQ subscales (hyperactivity—inattention, conduct problems, emotional symptoms, prosocial
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behavior, peer problems, and total difficulties), the components of the Generic Scale of Phubbing
(GSP: nomophobia, interpersonal conflict, self-isolation, problem acknowledgement, and total
score), and parental mindfulness (MAAS). Cooler shades (blue) indicate positive correlations,
whereas warmer shades (red) represent negative correlations. The intensity of the color reflects the

magnitude of the correlation. Asterisks denote significance levels (** = p <0.01, *** = p < 0.001).

Lastly, we examined the role of mindfulness as a mediator between parental phub-
bing and children’s problem behaviors. In order to examine whether parental mindfulness
mediated the relationship between parental phubbing and behavioral problems in pre-
school children, we tested a mediation model with parental mindfulness (MAAS) as the
mediator, parental phubbing (GSP) as the predictor, and behavioral difficulties in children
(SDQ) as the outcome.

The total effect of parental phubbing on children’s behavioral problems was statisti-
cally significant ( = 0.023, SE = 0.010, z =2.350, p = 0.019, 95% CI [0.001, 0.044]) (see Figure
4), indicating that higher levels of parental phubbing were associated with greater behav-
ioral difficulties in children. However, the direct effect of parental phubbing on behavioral
problems was not significant when parental mindfulness was included in the model (3 =
0.009, SE =0.010, z=0.883, p = 0.377, 95% CI [-0.012, 0.031]).

Conversely, the indirect effect via parental mindfulness was significant: 3 = 0.014, SE
=0.005, z=2.997, p = 0.003, 95% CI [0.006, 0.026]. Specifically, greater parental phubbing
was associated with lower levels of parental mindfulness (3 =-0.041, SE=0.009, z=-4.489,
p <0.001), which in turn predicted higher levels of behavioral problems in children ( =
—0.340, SE = 0.085, z = —4.024, p < 0.001).

Taken together, these findings support the hypothesized mediation model, suggest-
ing that the effect of parental phubbing on children’s behavioral problems operates indi-
rectly through reduced parental mindfulness.

£0.87>

MAAS

SDQ: SDQ_Total Difficulties
MAAS: MAAS Score
GSP: GSP_Total Score

A I~
74 GSP 0.01 » SDQ | o085
vl N/

Figure 4. Mediation analysis between SDQ (Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire), MAAS
(Mindful Attention Awareness Scale) and GSP (Generic Scale of Phubbing). Arrows represent stand-
ardized path coefficients, with curved arrows indicating explained variance (R?) for each endoge-

nous variable.

4. Discussion

The rise of phubbing in everyday parent—child interactions has drawn attention from
researchers due to its negative impact on child development. Identifying the factors that
can reduce parental phubbing is essential for promoting a healthy development in chil-
dren. This study aims to explore the connection between parental phubbing, parental
mindfulness, and preschool children’s behavioral difficulties, as well as determine
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whether a mindful attitude in parents serves as a mediator in the relationship between
parental phubbing and children’s problem behaviors.

Our findings revealed that mindful parents reported fewer behavioral issues in their
children. Specifically, parental mindfulness was found to be negatively related to exter-
nalizing behaviors, such as hyperactivity and conduct problems, as well as internalizing
behaviors like emotional difficulties in children. This aligns with earlier research showing
that mindful parenting supports positive psychosocial outcomes in children and adoles-
cents [69,75,88-90]. For example, Parent et al. [89] noted that higher levels of mindfulness
in parents were linked to lower levels of both internalizing and externalizing issues in
their children. Likewise, other studies pointed to a connection between mindful parenting
and better adjustment along with fewer externalizing behavioral problems [71,91]. Con-
versely, a positive relationship was identified between parental mindfulness and proso-
cial behavior in children. This outcome may stem from the idea that mindful caregivers
are more likely to offer the emotional support and security their children require, fostering
trust and emotional well-being. As a result, children may become more inclined to form
positive, prosocial connections with others [92].

Furthermore, phubbing behavior in parents was found to be positively associated
with behavioral children’s problems. These results are in line with other studies that un-
derline the relationship between the interference of technology in parent—child interaction
and children’s behavioral difficulties [76], both internalized and externalized [13,76,93,94].
In particular, the self-isolation dimension of phubbing was found to be positively associ-
ated with hyperactivity and attention difficulties in children, confirming the results of
other studies that support the relationship between parent technoference and child exter-
nalizing behavior [14,58,95]. For instance, Carson and Kuzik [95] found that higher par-
ent—child technology interference was associated with lower executive functions (i.e., re-
sponse inhibition) and self-regulation (i.e., emotional) as well as higher behavioral prob-
lems (i.e., externalizing and internalizing). Preschool years are a critical time for children
to learn social skills, and if parents are constantly looking down at their phones, they may
not be able to provide their children with enough opportunities for social interaction [96].
This may result in children having difficulty understanding and responding to the emo-
tions of others, reducing their level of prosocial interaction with peers [97].

Parental phubbing behavior was also associated with lower levels of mindfulness in
parents. This is congruent with previous research that pointed out a negative relationship
between phubbing and mindfulness [43,44], highlighting how risk factors for problematic
smartphone use can show a reduction as mindful levels increase [36].

Our findings also revealed that parental mindfulness plays a mediating role in the
link between parental phubbing and children’s problematic behaviors. This mediation can
be understood by recognizing that parents who engage in phubbing behaviors with their
children are more likely to exhibit negative parenting practices, such as being less atten-
tive, lacking warmth, and neglecting the child’s basic needs, either consciously or uncon-
sciously [13,32]. Consequently, children may develop maladaptive behaviors in an effort
to capture their caregivers’ attention [58]. A mindful attitude in parents may encourage
healthier parenting practices, such as actively listening without judgment and responding
with thoughtful, compassionate choices instead of automatic reactions [63,91,98,99],
which can reduce phubbing behaviors. Furthermore, mindful parents are more aware of
the harmful effects that phubbing can have on their child’s development [88,100,101] and
are better able to avoid engaging in such behavior. Nevertheless, it is important to note
that the results of this study do not advocate for the condemnation of digital technology
in the modern age. There is scientific evidence that demonstrates the efficacy of educa-
tional apps in supporting preschool learning under adult guidance [102].



Children 2025, 12, 1022

12 of 17

5. Conclusions

In conclusion, our findings highlight the potential risks associated with parental
phubbing in the emergence of behavioral problems among preschool-aged children, while
also highlighting parental mindfulness as both a protective factor against technology-
based disruptions in parent—child interactions and a promising target for intervention.

By enhancing present-moment awareness and emotional regulation, mindful parent-
ing may reduce the likelihood of parental phubbing, thereby promoting more responsive
and engaged caregiving.

The present study is subject to the limitations inherent in research of this nature. In
particular, the cross-sectional design of the study precludes the formulation of conclusions
that would be considered causal statements. It is therefore recommended that future stud-
ies examine the same relationship through the medium of longitudinal studies.

Moreover, the data pertaining to the measures were collected via self-report ques-
tionnaires, a method known to prompt socially desirable responses. It is recommended
that future studies concentrate on the ecological observation of phubbing behavior within
a domestic context.

Future research should explore longitudinal effects and examine potential mediating
variables—such as parental stress, attachment styles, and coping strategies of both chil-
dren and parents—to better understand the mechanisms at play. Ultimately, integrating
mindfulness-based strategies into parenting programs could offer a promising avenue for
strengthening parent—child relationships and supporting positive developmental out-
comes across early childhood. Although further research is needed, understanding how
parental mindfulness influences phubbing can provide valuable insights for early inter-
ventions aimed at reducing problem behaviors in young children. Therefore, addressing
this early on may benefit both parents and children, fostering healthier family dynamics
and child development.
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